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Atletico annihilates Utd’s title hopes
TOKYO (AFP-Jiji) — Former Bar-

celona legend Andres Iniesta helped
Vissel Kobe book its place in the Asian
Champions League group stage with a
roller-coaster 4-3 playo win over Mel-
bourne Victory on Tuesday.

Japanese side Vissel has set its sights
on Asian success aer spending big on
Iniesta and former Barcelona team-
mates Sergi Samper and Bojan Krkic in
recent years.

Iniesta gave Vissel a sixth-minute
lead with a le-foot strike in the one-o
play-o at Kobe’s home stadium, only
for Melbourne to hit back with a
d o u b l e f r o m s t r i k e r N i c h o l a s
D’Agostino.

Japan international Yuya Osako
brought Vissel level in the 80th minute
before bagging another to put the side
in front with only three minutes re-
maining.

Melbourne substitute Ben Folami
sent the game into extra time with a
90th-minute equalizer, but Vissel sub-
stitute Lincoln settled it five minutes
later, tapping home aer Iniesta had
been involved in the build-up.

Vissel has made a poor start to the
new J.League season, but now takes its
place alongside China’s Shanghai Port,
Thailand’s Chiangrai United and Hong
Kong’s Kitchee in Asian Champions
League Group J starting next month.

“We’ve been getting bad results in
the J.League, but this was a chance to
get us going in the right direction, so
I’m really glad we got the win,” Osako
said.

M
ANCHESTER (AP)
— Expensive me-
diocrity confirmed:
M a n c h e s t e r
U n i te d ’ s t r o p h y
drought completes

a fih season.
The last path to a title was ended at

an Old Traord now accustomed to let-
downs as United was knocked out of
the Champions League in a 1-0 loss to
Atletico Madrid on Tuesday.

In a tight and tense game, Renan
Lodi made the dierence by scoring his
first goal in the competition in his 25th
appearance, meeting Antoine Griez-
mann’s cross with a header aer being
le unmarked at the far post by de-
fender Diogo Dalot in the 41st minute.

“I wasn’t playing a few months ago,
but everything has changed now and
I’m very happy with that,” the 23-
year-old le wing-back Lodi said.

So oen the team’s savior, David de
Gea was beaten. The goalkeeper feels the
pain more, being the only starter still in
the team from the end of the trophy-filled
Alex Ferguson era in 2013.

“Of course it’s not good enough,”
De Gea said. “It’s hard for the club, for
us and the fans. This is where we are at
the moment. It is a diicult situation,
but we have to keep fighting.”

Cristiano Ronaldo departed Old
Traord before Ferguson retired and
the malaise kicked in. The 37-year-old
star returned this season — aer
collecting trophies at Real Madrid and
Juventus — to be the dierence-maker.

Rather than dazzling, Ronaldo didn’t
manage a single shot against the Span-
ish champion.

Instead, United was le relying on
defender Raphael Varane attempting to
equalize in the second half, and his

header was kept out by Jan Oblak.
United could find no way past the goal-
keeper three weeks aer a 1-1 draw in
Madrid that counted for nothing with
away-goals no longer carrying an ad-
vantage.

Atletico showed the blueprint to grab
a win away, by scoring from one of
only three shots on target.

“We suered when we had to,” said
Rodrigo De Paul, whose long-range shot
was blocked by De Gea in the first half,
“and hit when we had the chance here
at a great stadium, against a great team.”

Diego Simeone, a two-time Champions
League runner-up, leads Atletico back in-
to the quarterfinals like in 2020. Europe is
the platform for Atletico to raise its game
this season, with the team clinging onto
fourth place domestically aer winning
the title last season.

United goes backward, with only two
appearances in the Champions League
quarterfinals in a decade, in 2014 and
2019.

Not since the 1970s has United gone
as long without a trophy with the
second-tier Europa League in 2017 the
last honor for, historically at least,
English soccer’s most successful club.

There’s not much to show for more
than $1 billion in transfer spending
since the two-time Champions League
winner Ferguson retired as manager
nine years ago.

Now the priority is just regaining the
fourth spot in the Premier League to
return to the Champions League next
season for whoever is in charge of
United.

A potential full-time successor to Ole
Gunnar Solskjaer, who United fired in
December, is Erik ten Hag whose Ajax
team was also eliminated in Tuesday’s
other last-16 second leg. Darwin Nun-
ez’s goal gave Benfica a 1-0 win in
Amsterdam to advance 3-2 on aggreg-
ate.

Iniesta helps
Kobe reach
group stage

AP

Atletico’s Renan Lodi reacts following the Champions League round of 16 second-leg match against Manchester United in Manchester on
Tuesday.
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